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twelfth century probably felt mystified at the pother much
as do their congeners in the twentieth who stare at the wounds
which James's heroes and heroines suffer from blunders in-
trinsically no more serious than Lancelot's. How much leisure
these persons must enjoy, the sensible citizen thinks, to have
evolved and to keep up this mandarin formality; and how lit-
tle use they make of it! Only readers accustomed to such
decorums can walk entirely at ease in the universe James con-
structed. But they have the privileges of a domain unprece-
dented in modern literature and later matched only by that
of Marcel Proust. It is not merely that James is the most
fascinating historian of a most elegant society. He is the cre-
ator of a world beautiful in its own right: a world of inter-
national proportions, peopled by charming human beings
who live graceful lives in settings lovely almost beyond de-
scription; a world which vibrates with the finest instincts and
sentiments and trembles at vulgarity and ugliness; a world
full of works of art and learning and intelligence, a world
infinitely refined, a world perfectly civilized. In real life the
danger to such a world is that it may be overwhelmed by
some burly rush of actuality from without. In literature the
danger is that such a world will gradually fade out as dreams
fade, and as the old romances of feudalism have already faded.
Elaborate systems of decorum pass away; it is only the simpler
manners of men that live forever.